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Summary 
 
The River Torridge Salmon Action Plan (SAP) has been produced after consideration of 
feedback from external consultation. The consultation document was published in November 
2000, but there has been a delay in finalising the SAP, due largely to the cut in Government 
funding for Agency fisheries work in 2001/02. The SAP provides a list of the issues and 
actions which were agreed for a five-year programme to maintain and improve the River 
Torridge salmon stock. Some of these actions have already been delivered before finalising 
the SAP, but others have yet to be addressed. An attempt has been made to estimate the cost 
of the actions, identify possible sources of funding and the timescale under which they will be 
dealt with.  
 
The Torridge salmon stock has declined dramatically since the 1960s and is currently failing 
to meet the spawning target. The decline in the spring fish component has accounted largely 
for the overall decrease in stocks. The reasons for the decline are not fully understood, but the 
spring fish problem is recognised as a national issue. The rate of survival over the marine 
phase has reduced in recent years for both the grilse and multi-sea winter (MSW) 
components. This is undoubtedly a contributory factor, which may now constrain stocks to 
lower levels than have existed historically. Agricultural pollution is recognised as one of the 
main factors limiting freshwater production. 
 
The actions presented in this SAP are perceived as those that are required to address, as far as 
possible, the important issues and factors currently limiting the salmon stock on the river. 
Some factors, such as marine survival, are largely outside of our control. However, the 
resolution of the issues affecting survival in the river and surrounding coastal waters, should 
help to facilitate a recovery in the stock. The aim is to ensure that a sustainable salmon 
population will be maintained for future generations.  
 
This SAP aims to promote long term collaboration between the Agency and other interested 
parties in managing the River Torridge salmon stock and fisheries. 
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1.  Introduction 
 
In February 1996, a national salmon management strategy was launched by the Environment 
Agency's predecessor, the National Rivers Authority. The strategy presents four principal 
objectives for the management of salmon stocks: 
 
i) Optimise the number of salmon returning to homewater fisheries. 
ii) Maintain and improve fitness and diversity of salmon stocks. 
iii) Optimise the total economic value of surplus stocks. 
iv) Ensure beneficiaries meet necessary costs. 
 
The Agency is responsible for implementing the strategy through local Salmon Action Plans 
(SAPs). SAPs will be produced, in consultation with local interest groups, for all the major 
salmon rivers in England and Wales. Each plan will review the status of the stock and 
fisheries on a particular river, will seek to identify the main issues limiting performance, and 
will draw up and cost a list of options to address these. 
 
A new approach introduced by SAPs is that of setting spawning targets to assess stock and 
fishery performance. This provides a more objective approach than has previously been 
applied to salmon management in England and Wales. The processes of target setting and 
compliance assessment are developing ones and will be refined in coming years. 
Nevertheless, the targets described in this document represent a sound starting point for using 
this important technique in the management of salmon stocks in England and Wales. 
Spawning targets have been successfully applied on Canadian rivers for a number of years 
and have recently been advocated by the North Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organisation 
(NASCO) to facilitate salmon management in the international context. Indeed a Ministerial 
Direction issued in 1998 placed a legal duty on the Agency to apply spawning targets in 
salmon management. 
 
Following consultation, the final SAP document is intended to provide a clear statement of 
the issues and costed actions that are to be undertaken to bring about desired benefits to 
salmon stocks and fisheries. A key purpose of the SAP is to be the reference document for 
monitoring progress against the actions identified. SAPs will be reviewed on a five year 
rolling programme. 
 
2.  Consultation 
 
The River Torridge Salmon Action Plan Consultation document was initially published in 
November 2000, and a press release was issued in January 2001. Copies were distributed to 
organisations and individuals that were likely to be interested in the River Torridge and its 
salmon population.  
 
Responses from the consultees were helpful, and raised several significant new issues. These 
have been considered and incorporated into the final SAP. We would like to express our 
thanks to all the consultees who made the effort to return their comments. 
 
The key issues and actions which have been identified are presented in the summary tables. 
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3. The River Torridge Salmon Action Plan 
 
The salmon stock of the River Torridge has declined dramatically since the 1960s and is 
currently failing to meet its spawning target. The decline in the spring fish component has 
accounted largely for the overall decrease in stocks. The reasons for the decline are unclear, 
but the spring fish problem is recognised as a national issue. The rate of survival over the 
marine phase has reduced in recent years for both the grilse and MSW components. This is 
undoubtedly a contributory factor, which may now constrain stocks to lower levels than have 
existed historically. 
 
While much has already been done to try to reverse this decline, further work is required to 
pursue ongoing actions and instigate new initiatives with the aim of facilitating a recovery in 
the stock and promoting sustainable net and rod fisheries. Agricultural pollution has been a 
major factor limiting freshwater production since the 1970s. There have been improvements 
in the 1990s, but there are indications that these improvements have not been sustained in the 
last few years.  
 
It would be helpful if the recent ‘Nitrate Vulnerable Zone’ (NVZ) designation for the River 
Taw catchment could be extended to include the Torridge, as this would add impetus to the 
programme of farm visits and improvements in management practices. The designation is on 
the grounds of eutrophication in the estuary, part of which is shared by the two rivers. 
 
Actions which have been delivered since publication of the consultation document include: 
 
 Introduction of a Net Limitation Order of zero for ten years from 2002 
 Introduction of a byelaw which brought forward the end of the netting season to 31 July 
 A buyout of eleven of the 14 net licences, funded by the Migratory Salmon Foundation 
 Renewal of rod fishing byelaws imposing bag limits and a size limit of 70cm after 31 July 
 A continued increase in the practice of catch and release by anglers 
 A more refined method for estimating annual rod exploitation rates 
 Improvements in estuary water quality resulting from the commissioning of Cornborough 
STW 
 Improvements in river water quality following enhancements to Okehampton STW. 
 A programme of habitat improvements has continued. 
 A salmon egg box scheme has been trialled. 
 
Following consultation, the agreed actions presented in this SAP are perceived as those that 
are required to address, as far as possible, the important issues and factors currently limiting 
the salmon stock on the river. Some factors, such as marine survival, are largely outside of 
our control. However, the resolution of the issues affecting survival in the river and 
surrounding coastal waters, should help to facilitate a recovery in the stock. The aim is to 
ensure that a sustainable salmon population will be maintained for future generations.  
 
4. Rod and net catches 
 
Catches of salmon by both nets and rods have remained at low levels. In the rod fishery, this 
reflects to some extent a reduction in fishing effort and exploitation rates. The particularly 
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low catch in 2001 cannot be considered representative as the Foot & Mouth Disease outbreak 
would have had the effect of reducing effort significantly. However, the catch in 2002 
remained low despite the reduced net catch. 
 
In the net fishery, a marked reduction in effort followed the buyout of eleven of the nets, 
which was facilitated by the NLO of zero. The three remaining nets took a much reduced 
catch in 2002. Because existing netsmen can maintain their rights to a licence by taking it out 
every year, it may be some time before further reductions in the number of nets can be 
achieved. 
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5. Juvenile populations 
 
Monitoring of juvenile salmon populations indicates that there has been a partial recovery 
from the very poor levels recorded in the 1980s. The 1997/98 surveys indicated that overall 
juvenile populations were probably better than at any time since the 1960s, with the upper 
Torridge showing signs of recovery and the main river producing significant numbers of fry 
and parr. The salmon fry populations on the Lew and Waldon in 1997 were particularly 
encouraging. Since the installation of a fish pass on Monkokehampton Weir in 1976, the 
Okement has remained the most productive tributary by far. The results of a limited survey in 
2002 suggest that the situation has remained largely the same, although the good fry 
populations on the Lew and Waldon have not been sustained. Further surveys of the main 
river sites are required to confirm that productivity here has been maintained.  
 
The problems with salmon production in the upper Torridge and tributaries appear to be 
related to poor water quality and siltation of spawning gravels. These problems have been 
caused by agricultural pollution and poor farm management practices. Improvements in water 
quality through the 1990s appear to have followed efforts to improve farm practices. As a 
result, salmon populations began to improve but appear to have peaked in 1997. Since then 
the situation appears to have deteriorated to some extent. Further efforts are being made to 
regain the progress that has been achieved and to sustain the recovery in juvenile populations.  
 
In the meantime it is important to protect the vital spawning and nursery habitats provided by 
the Okement sub-catchment. In this respect, the recent improvements to Okehampton STW 
should help to improve and maintain water quality throughout the Okement, including 
stretches where RQO failures have been recorded. Annual electric fishing surveys should be 
carried out to check that the productivity of the Okement is being maintained. 
 
Historically, the West Okement and certain tributaries have suffered from acidic and 
metalliferous pollution events associated with heavy rainfall following drought periods. 
These have resulted in major fish kills throughout the Okement. One of the main contributory 
factors was runoff from Meldon Quarry, and the lack of dilution below Meldon Reservoir. 
The situation at the quarry is now much improved, but there is still potential for naturally-
occurring problems. Contingency plans have been drawn up to deal with any future incidents, 
including special releases from Meldon Reservoir and over-dosing the quarry discharge with 
caustic soda. It is important that these contingency plans are maintained and developed to 
provide an effective response if and when required, to safeguard the salmon populations of 
the Torridge.  
 
6. Spawning target and compliance 
 
The central part of the Action Plan is the spawning target for the River Torridge salmon 
stock. The annual spawning target has been set at 5.6 million eggs. Compliance with the 
target over the period 1965 to 2002 is shown in graph below. This has been updated from that 
presented in the consultation document. 
 
The healthy stocks of the 1960s declined following an outbreak of the disease Ulcerative 
Dermal Necrosis (UDN), and a long period of continuous failure to meet the spawning target 
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followed, probably perpetuated by water quality problems associated with agricultural 
pollution and acidic runoff episodes in the West Okement. The period of failure lasted for 
over twenty years until a short period of compliance occurred in the mid 1990s. This appears 
to have been associated with the absence of netting over the period 1990 to 1995. Since 1995, 
however, the stock has continued to fail to meet the spawning target. 
 
It should be noted that estimates of egg deposition since 1992 have increased as a result of 
revisions in rod exploitation rates since the consultation document was published. Currently, 
rod exploitation rates are estimated to be very low (<6%) and consequently the estimates of 
egg deposition are very sensitive to small changes in exploitation. Consequently the level of 
confidence in our estimates is low, and caution must be excercised when basing management 
decisions on target compliance assessment. It is important that other indicators are also taken 
into account in assessing the state of the stocks. 
 
Prior to 1993 rod effort data were not available, so a constant exploitation rate has been 
assumed, based on a more general assessment. Consequently egg deposition estimates prior 
to 1993 are not directly comparable with the later figures. 
 
In order to improve our estimates in future years, it would be helpful to improve the quality 
of the data that we collect for both catches and effort. In this respect, it is suggested that an 
anglers logbook scheme should be considered. 
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7. ACTION PLAN SUMMARY TABLES 
 
ISSUE 
 
ACTION TIMESCALE COST (£K) AND FUNDING 
SOURCES 
(priority: V = very high; H = 
high; M = medium; L = low) 
2000/
2001 
2001/
2002 
2002/
2003 
2003/
2004 
2004/
2005 
 
EXPLOITATION RATES 
 
Issue 1.  
Angling –  
Over-
exploitation of  
stocks. 
(V) 
Ensure 
compliance 
with 
legislation. 
(V) 
* * * * * 
 
Agency 
Review local 
byelaws 
(H) 
 
* 
 
 
* 
 
   
 
Agency (action completed, see page 3) 
Review 
national 
byelaws (H) 
   * * 
 
Agency 
Encourage 
more C&R 
(H) 
* * * * * 
 
Agency, Riparian Owners, Angling Clubs 
Issue 2.  
Netting –  
Over-
exploitation of  
stocks. 
(V) 
Ensure 
compliance 
with 
legislation. 
(V) 
 
 
* 
 
 
* 
 
 
* 
 
 
* 
 
 
* 
 
Agency 
Review local 
byelaws 
(H) 
 
* 
 
 
* 
 
    
Agency (action completed, see page 3) 
Review 
national 
byelaws (H) 
    
* 
 
* 
 
Agency 
 
Review NLO 
(V) 
 
* 
 
 
 
* 
 
 
    
Agency (action completed, see page 3) 
Negotiate 
netting 
buyout (V) 
 
* 
 
 
* 
 
    
Agency, Riparian Owners, Netsmen 
(action completed, see page 3) 
 
WATER QUALITY 
Issue 3.  
Agricultural 
pollution (V) 
Investigate 
and rectify 
RQO failures 
in upper 
catchment 
and River 
Lew (V) 
  * * * 
 
 
 
Agency 
Improve farm 
management 
practices (V) 
* * * * * 
 
Agency, Farmers, FWAG, WRT 
Develop 
proposal for a 
demo farm in 
the Torridge 
catchment 
(H) 
   * * 
 
 
Agency, Farmers, FWAG, WRT 
Create buffer 
zones along 
river banks in 
selected areas 
(V) 
   * * 
 
 
£20k per year 
Agency, Farmers, WRT 
Assess need 
for NVZ 
designation 
of Torridge 
(H) 
   * * 
 
Agency, DEFRA 
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ISSUE ACTION TIMESCALE ESTIMATED COST, FUNDING 
SOURCES AND PARTNERS 
(priority: V = very high; H = 
high; M = medium; L = low) 
2000/ 
2001 
2001/
2002 
2002/ 
2003 
2003/
2004 
2004/
2005 
Issue 4.  
Acidic and 
metalliferous 
pollution in 
the West 
Okement (V) 
Maintain and 
develop 
contingency 
plans for any 
future event 
(H) 
* * * * * 
 
 
Agency, Meldon Quarry, SWW, Farmers 
 
HABITAT QUALITY 
 
Issue 5.  
Deterioration 
of spawning 
and juvenile 
habitat (V) 
Develop a 
strategy for 
habitat 
improvements 
(H) 
    
* 
 
 
* 
 
Agency, Riparian Owners, WRT 
Carry out 
habitat 
improvement 
schemes in 
upper 
catchment (H) 
 
 
* 
 
 
* 
 
 
* 
 
 
* 
 
 
* 
 
 
£10k per year 
Agency, WRT 
Improve farm 
management 
practices (V) 
 
* 
 
* 
 
* 
 
* 
 
* 
 
Agency, Farmers, FWAG, WRT 
Protect river 
banks by 
fencing to 
exclude 
livestock (V) 
 
* 
 
* 
 
* 
 
* 
 
* 
 
£10k per year 
Agency, Farmers, WRT 
Create buffer 
zones along 
river banks in 
selected areas 
(V) 
    
* 
 
* 
 
£20k per year 
Agency, Farmers, WRT 
 
OBSTRUCTIONS TO FISH MIGRATION 
 
Issue 6.  
Obstruction to 
fish migration 
(H) 
Undertake 
fish passage 
improvement 
scheme at 
Beam Weir 
(H)  
   *  
 
 
£15k 
Agency 
Undertake 
fish passage 
improvement 
scheme on the 
East Okement 
at  
Okehampton 
(M) 
  * * * 
 
 
 
£15k 
Agency, owner of weir 
 
MONITORING 
Issue 7.  
Need for 
extensive 
juvenile 
population 
data. (H) 
Ensure full 
routine 
programme is 
carried out 
(H) 
* * * * * 
 
 
Agency 
Continue 
annual timed 
surveys at 
main river 
sites (inc 
Okement) (H) 
* * * * * 
 
 
Agency 
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ISSUE ACTION TIMESCALE 
ESTIMATED COST, FUNDING 
SOURCES AND PARTNERS 
(priority: V = very high; H = 
high; M = medium; L = low) 
2000/
2001 
2001/
2002 
2002/
2003 
2003/
2004 
2004/
2005 
Issue 8.  
Need for 
better 
information 
on adult runs 
and 
exploitation 
rates (H) 
Investigate 
feasibility of 
installing a 
fish counter at 
Beam Weir 
(M) 
   * * Agency, Riparian Owners 
Consider 
introducing an 
anglers 
logbook 
scheme to 
improve 
quality of 
catch and 
effort data (H) 
   * * Agency, Riparian Owners 
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8. Management of the Plan 
 
An implementation group will be set up to manage, review and report progress on the actions. 
This will consist of Agency staff from both Fisheries and Environment Management teams, 
together with external partners.  
 
There will be an annual review, which will update the stock assessment, compliance with 
spawning target, and progress with the actions. A full review will be published after five 
years, in a similar format to the final plan. It will report on progress over the past five years 
and examine the need to update actions in the light of changes within the River Torridge 
catchment and advances in our knowledge. 
 
A regional plan (for the South West Region) will be produced annually. This will consist of 
an overview of the key points in the region, and, for individual rivers having a SAP, there 
will be reference to significant local events and tabular summaries of: 
 
   The performance of rod and net fisheries. 
   Participation in the rod and net fisheries 
   Status of the salmon stock with respect to spawning target levels. 
   Planned action and progress against the plans. 
 
The regional plan will be reported at the April meeting of the Regional Fisheries, Ecology 
and Recreation Advisory Committee (RFERAC). 
 
A national report will be produced to provide an overview and collate the tables from the 
regional plans. This will be produced annually, by March of each following year. 
 
In addition annual progress on actions will be reported via the Local Contributions review 
process. 
 
 
 
 
